
INTERNATIONAL 

STANDARD 

SERIAL 

NUMBER 


ISSN-2321-7%5 



Inteirnatlenal Jearaal ef English leagaaie. 

lflft@(P@fiOOP© 0© li)GQG0O@GO0(tQ©@ 


Indexed,Peer Reviewed (Refereed),UGC Approved Journal 











IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


642 


Ms. Pooja Swamy 
Assistant Professor 

Department of English, Hislop College, Nagpur-01 
Nagpur, Maharashtra, India. 
poojalswamy@yahoo.co.in 

Negotiating Feminine Identities in Kamila Shamsie’s Salt and Saffron 

Abstract 

Kamila Shamsie’s work is marked by the feminine consciousness. In her novel Salt 
and Saffron the conventional third world woman hegemonized by the patriarchal society 
evolves in a liberated one subverting the dominating ideology. The Post Colonial Woman is 
redefined negotiating her multiple identities in a society divided on the lines of caste, class 
and gender. Shamsie tries to give a voice to the subaltern woman. 

Keywords: Third World Woman, Post Colonialism, Marginalized, Hegemony, Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty, Sara Suleri. 

Literature written by women in Pakistan is a marginalized entity compared to its male 
counterparts. There is no dearth of female narratives since last few years but a tendency to 
keep them on the periphery as regards to their gender is rampant. Patriarchy is a given for the 
Pakistani society; voicing out their experiences in such a stifling atmosphere is a daunting 
challenge for the women. This paper attempts to delineate the new feminine sensibility which 
marks the narratives of the woman author, Kamila Shamsie. It analyses whether Shamsie 
succeeds in creating a new feminine assertion out of her characters. 
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Shamsie’s works can be set apart not only due to her gender but also her position as a 
British national. The trajectory of her life makes her a fitted candidate to articulate for the 
marginalized Pakistani women. She can objectively narrate her experiences as an outsider, 
with a neutral perception. As a female bom in Pakistan in the early 1970’s, in a culture in 
which girls were expected to become only wives and mothers, Kamila Shamsie was fortunate 
in her family background and the support she received; her affluent and literary family 
already included several female writers, including her mother, Muneeza Shamsie, and her 
great-aunt, Attia Husain. Her international experiences have given her a different perspective 
on her home environment, and this underpins her fiction- she often explores cross-cultural 
relationships and cultural identity, particularly the burden of cultural history and family 
expectations vis-a-vis women. 

Kamila Shamsie in her first novel, In the City by the Sea, was shortlisted for the John 
Llewellyn Rhys Prize, and her second, Salt and Saffron, won her a place on Orange's list of 
'21 Writers for the 21st Century'. In 1999 Shamsie received the Prime Minister's Award for 
Literature in Pakistan. Her third novel, Kartography (2002), explores the strained relationship 
between soul mates Karim and Raheen, set against a backdrop of ethnic violence. Both 
Kartography and her next novel, Broken Verse, (2005) have won the Patras Bokhari Award 
from the Academy of Letters in Pakistan. Her next novel Burnt Shadows, published in 2009 
was shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction and won the 2009 UK Muslim Writers Award 
for Fiction. Her next work A God in Every Stone was shortlisted for the 2015 Walter Scott 
Prize. In 2013 she was included in the Granta list of 20 best young British writers. 

The questions that I confront include how the feminine consciousness of a third world 
woman is constructed in regards with cultural practices in the twenty first century of different 
races, classes, religions, and national origin. It includes the way women forge identities in 
postcolonial contexts. This categorization as ‘third world women’ lowers them to multiple 
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marginalizations. They are the other in ethnic, national, racial, and gender aspects, a part of 
the minority discourse. The literary narratives characterize the Third-world women as 
alienated in terms of being on the margins either by choice or because of ethno-social 
hierarchies, which renders the women to form identities that are in a constant state of flux. I 
employ the theoretical concept of third world feminism in relation to these women. The 
contemporary South Asian women writers challenge socio-cultural hierarchies and their 
position of being the stereotyped other is central to my study. I probe how the new world 
experiences of the author Kamila Shamsie help to create independent women defying 
stereotypes. She offers a fresh outlook and an alternative perspective into female realities. 
Negotiating multiplicity of affiliations - as women, as a minority, as women of colour, as 
wives and mothers - this writer of South Asian origin articulates experiences through the 
emerging new consciousness in an attempt to balance the honouring or breaking of traditions. 

The concern worldwide for South Asia as a region and subsequently its literature is 
happening diversely. The region of South Asia is of prime importance in the present global 
scenario not only for India but is creating ripples in the Western world after 9/11. The attack 
on the twin towers in New York scattered the insularity of America and European countries 
and made them deal with the insecurities of the pressures of globalization. Also the growing 
conflict within the region, especially between India and Pakistan, attracted attention towards 
this region. The rise of nuclear power and the tensions between India and Pakistan were an 
added impetus. The arrival of Indian American writers on the world literary map such as 
Salman Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh, Bharati Mukherjee, Jhumpa Lahiri to name a few created a 
ripple in the literary world. The diverse social, cultural, ethnic, economic, political, 
demographic availability is also a stimulant. Compared to the rise of Indian Literature in 
English, its counterpart Pakistani literature in English had its advent on the global map quiet 
late. It is very essential to understand, what is Pakistani literature, who are Pakistani writers 
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and when did Pakistani literature start to delve deeper into the evolution of the entire oeuvre 
as a distinct category. As a category of literature which has been on the sidelines, the 
literature produced by the women writers would be doubly marginalized. Moreover, the 
categorization as a third world woman pushes them on the fringe. 

Sara Suleri opines that there are no women in third world while Gayatri Chakraborty 
Spivak questioned whether the subaltern can speak. These critiques direct my paper while 
addressing the questions of the third world women. 

In Western feminist discourses, women from Africa and other parts of the so-called 
"third world" are often represented as objects against which some writers affirm their own 
supposedly liberated status as Western feminists. Rather than interrogating the social, 
historical and economic conditions that oppress or disadvantage specific groups of women, 
many feminist writers have constructed a singular, ahistorical image of the oppressed, 
powerless 'Third World Woman'. In her article "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship 
and Colonial Discourses", Chandra Mohanty deconstructs this stereotype and asserts the need 
to historicize all analyses of women's oppression. (Mohanty, 335) 

Mohanty asserts that there is no universal patriarchal structure that conspires against 
all women universally as a group. Rather economic, cultural, religious and political factors 
can intersect in various historically specific moments to create situations in which women are 
oppressed. Women do not enter into social relations as oppressed people; they may become 
oppressed due to a variety of factors, which in some instances may include gender. 

Shamsie’s portrayal is one of transitioning her women characters from the oppressive 
to a more independent, free and spirited one juxtaposing their identity in the process. In Salt 
and Saffron (2000), the protagonist Aliya questions the values with which she has been 
raised. The novel explains several questions about herself, her family 4 s history and their class 
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values and fore mostly the status of woman. Aliya is aware of the richness and vibrancy of 
the family stories and the craft of storytelling itself, but equally this storytelling culture has 
helped to create a web of family identity which she now wishes to loosen, Salt and Saffron is 
thus a poignant exploration of the search for a balance between individual identity and 
ancestral and cultural heritage. 

Salt and Saffron is a far cry from the cook book it appears to be titled as. The tale is 
woven across continents, time periods and three generations of the family of the Dard-e-dils, 
based in the sub-continent with a glorious past they refuse to let go of. The story is about the 
life and love of one of the Dard-e-dils, Aliya, but through her it goes back to more the love 
and lives of several persons. Salt and Saffron is a tale of an aristocratic Nawab family of the 
subcontinent, the Dard-e-Dils. The novel is particularly noteworthy for its feminine 
sensibility. Shamsie, a keen observer of the mind of Pakistani women under all influences, 
has depicted the female characters within the novel with their emotional, cultural and 
modem ins and outs. She has minutely observed and keenly demonstrated the situation of 
women in the society, revealing not only their anxiety and anguish about their own 
situation, but also their growing perception of themselves as individuals capable of self- 
willed action. The novel traces the history of the Dard-e-Dils showing the social milieu 
changing gradually from a strictly conservative one to that of progress and liberalism. In Salt 
and Saffron the struggle of women in family, in society, in relations and in cultural concepts 
is presented very subtly. The struggle of these women for existence, for honour and for 
freedom is the most central concern of the novel. By reflecting on the persistent grimness 
of conflict in the lives of Pakistani women at various levels, Kamila advocates a reformative 
outlook of the society towards its women. The conflict is about the third world woman in 
general, with the finer distinctions of class amongst them. 
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The novel delineates the tale of several women across class and generation. It skillfully 
presents the predicament of women of different backgrounds, from elitist Aliya's confusion 
regarding her choices in life, to midwife Taj's struggle for existence. Apart from the female 
characters caught in the shackles of conventions, Shamsie has also created such characters 
that show a spirit of revolt and take strides towards attainment of selfhood, independence 
and dignity. Furthermore the obstacles and frustrations faced by such women in a patriarchal 
society have been portrayed by Kamila with sensitivity and understanding. 

The stereotyped characters have been presented as juxtaposed and parallel to the 
central female characters to draw attention to and criticize the primeval conditioning of third 
world women by a dominating patriarchal culture. 

Through the narrative structure of Salt and Saffron, Shamsie has portrayed the inner 
experiences of her female characters by employing a female narrator, Aliya. Aliya - the 
storyteller is a young, American graduated and modern woman, who is compelled to 
investigate the history of her royal clan in order to arrive at truth regarding her own position 
and identity. It deals with the issue of Aliya's ability to make decisions in life when caught 
in the confusion of almost contradictory cultures; her brought up in a tradition-ridden 
family and her exposure to a liberal western world. It traces the journey of Aliya's 
education, her coming to consciousness, her search for authenticity and a subsequent 
development of herself. 

Shamsie has skilfully depicted the confusion in the life of a modern Pakistani woman 
and the constrictions faced by her as far as her own life is concerned. A Pakistani third world 
woman's identity is usually connected to and defined by the societal and cultural norms of the 
existing patriarchal culture. Her identity is constituted in different contexts, settings and 
situations such as her relation to men, family, community and society. Beauvoir believes that 
it is the society which prescribes certain gender roles, and compels individuals to abide by 
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the standards of masculinity and feminity in terms of their rights and responsibilities. Society 
is responsible for conditioning women in feminine virtues. Aliya is stunned to recognize the 
way she has been trained by the society which constricts her choices in life. Her view of 
herself as a free, autonomous being who is able to think and behave as an unprejudiced 
individual is disillusioned in the very beginning of the novel. She is confronted with an 
actual conflict when she becomes aware of Khaleel's origin, the man whom she meets on 
the plane on her way back to Pakistan and is charismatically drawn towards him. She 
reveals her feelings quite truthfully about Khaleel, whom she coincidentally meets again 
in a train during her brief stay in London on her way back to Pakistan. As she says, "I 
looked up at the man walking towards me and felt a terrible urge to stand up as well, 
meet him half way between purple haired woman and Sarnia and wrap my arms around 
him" (Salt and Saffron, 29). 

But she is brought into the callous world of reality by her cousin Sarnia's reaction 
on discovering Liaquatabad - the poorer side of Karachi, to be the native place of, 
dazzlingly handsome and exceptionally urbane, Khaleel. On this disclosure, Sarnia 
reminds her of the disgrace faced by the family on account of their cousin, Mariam's 
elopement with their cook Masood four years ago. Sarnia tells her in a matter of fact 
tone that, "after everything that happened four years ago no one, not even you, will ever 
trust any feelings you have for him" (Salt and Saffron, 32). This however, proves to be 
the defining moment of Aliya's awakening to the fact that apparently however 
independent she may be, she is deeply strangulated by her family traditions. Aliya 
experiences inner conflict from this point onwards, leading her to reflect on her position in 
a conventional society in general and her family in particular. The novel realistically 
depicts Aliya's confusion and her attempts to overcome these conflicts and confusions. 
Despite her education and independence, she is unable to shrug off the age old 
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conditioning of her family and the society. Aliya is agonized at her own reaction on 
knowing about Khaleel's origin. Though she wants to break free from the long standing 
mores of her family, but she finds herself awfully helpless. As she admits: 

I wanted to shout out. I've deconstructed it, analyzed it, and I have refused to 
take on the attitude of my relatives with their centuries of inbred snobbery. Why can't my 
heart be as evolved as my mind? Why did 'Liaquatabad' hit me so bruisingly in the solar 
plexus? (Salt and Saffron, 32-33) 

Having this realization she keeps on alternating between the conservative norms 
of her upbringing and the liberal environment of the Western culture where she was 
educated. Aliya finds herself divided between the two pulls, one empowering her to 
rebel against the time honoured traditions of her regal family, whereas the other, 
propels her to remain conscious of her aristocratic roots, making the very idea of revolt 
unthinkable for her. She is well aware of another significant cause of her confusion- the 
embarrassment and humiliation associated with Mariam's elopement with a servant. She 
admits "I knew exactly which memories crippled me, crippled me into running away 
from him" (Salt and Saffron, 32). The very thought of castigation faced by a woman 
who dares to challenge the norms of the society forces Aliya to refrain from following 
her heart. 

Shamsie has realistically presented the gender hierarchy of her society and the 
disadvantages it entails for women particularly. Aliya's stress and confusion to follow norms 
sanctioned by the society makes her feel suffocated. She has a deep impulse to be freed from 
the bonds of her family traditions, which is manifested in her attraction for Khaleel, whom 
she is unable to let go. He is the other for her, her world. This kind of othering, creating 
binaries on the grounds of gender or class is prevalent profusely amongst the third world 
patriarchal societies. A third world patriarchal society recognizes a woman's identity only in 
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socially acceptable terms; whenever a woman transcends social boundaries and refuses to 
subdue her desires she is labeled as an evil influence, a breaking away from the tradition 
which leads ultimately to the toppling of the hegemony. Because of Mariam's incident, Aliya 
is fully conscious of the fact that the act of breaking away from the societal conditioning is 
fraught with pain and frustration. She represents the category of those women who are caught 
up in such conflicts. 

Despite her deep entrenchment in family traditions, Aliya keeps on striving to 
become an autonomous being, free from the restrictions imposed on her by the society and to 
free herself from her own fears and guilt. It is only through self-analysis that she is able to 
explore her inner self and her own potential to assert her individuality. It is only towards 
the end of the novel, that Aliya is able to look at her life as full of possibilities, whereby 
she has the all the courage to do what she has never dreamt of. She gains the confidence to 
assert her will and decides to take herself, the decisions of her life and affirm her being. 

Apart from depicting the inward struggle of a young woman Aliya, from confusion 
to confidence in her own self and the affirmation of her individuality, Kamila Shamsie 
through other female characters adeptly delineates the status, position and exploitation of 
women in a patriarchal society at various other levels. It is Aliya's inquisitiveness 
concerning her family's history that gives the reader an insight into the lives of various 
women at different levels. Mapping out the history of her family Dard-e-Dil, Aliya 
relates numerous tales highlighting the place accorded to women historically. These 
tales affirm the truth that the third world women have always been relegated to the 
inferior status, considered as mere sex objects and treated as the other. Typically these 
women are never treated at par with men rather as the one always on the periphery 
with no right to exert their own will. 
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Kamila also realistically presents the ghastly condition of the women belonging to the 
lower class of the society and the discrimination committed against them. The character 
of Taj and Taj's mother, in the novel depicts the dreadful and inhuman treatment of the 
economically lacking women at the hands of the affluent male members of the society. 
Women in such situations suffer because of the male chauvinist attitude prevalent in 
society. 

Shamsie's foresight in creating a free world with a free will for women is obvious in 
her depiction of such characters as Aliya and Sameer. They are the ones to infer what 
Mariam thought. The character of Mariam, with her unorthodox approach in life implies a 
social change which Shamsie wants to incorporate in this third world. Mariam is a symbol of 
hope in a patriarchal society, who is striving to recreate her self as a woman improvising her 
role in the society. She plays an integral part in changing the perception of the society 
regarding its other- the woman, to independent and a self-sufficient being. Mariam's 
marriage to a person from a lower class, more so with her own choice is a proof of her truly 
liberated self. This exertion of her will, a woman’s will in a hegemonic male society rip apart 
the age old traditions of the society. She emerges as an independent woman, which truly is 
Shamsie’s aim. The novelist intended to create a character of a woman who transforms her 
self from an abjected third world woman into an independent one with a mind of her own. 
Shamsie’s portrayal of Abida Dadi, Meher Dadi, the Starched Aunts acts as a foil or as a 
contrast to her representation of her major characters. 

Salt and Saffron is a seminal novel in terms of its feminine sensibility, attempting to 
revolutionize the perception of the Pakistani women trapped in the shackles of a patriarchal 
society. It endeavours to get rid of the hegemonic patriarchy to build up the position of 
women. Shamsie's location as an insider who has experienced the third world society 
with an independent free thinking woman of the western world enhances her 
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observation of the Pakistani women. Her portrayal of strong willed Mariam to the 
evolving liberated Aliya, from women like Dadi the self-proclaimed matriarch who 
perpetuates patriarchy to the underdog Taj, Shamsie formulates a more liberated attitude of 
the society towards its women. The female characters in the novel redefine and recreate 
their roles subverting the patriarchal ideology. 
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